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Farming and land management

The traditional scene

The early economy of the Broads areq, like the
rest of East Anglia, centred on farming. Early
evidence of farming in the Broads is mentioned
in the Domesday Book (1086). Large flocks of
sheep were intensively farmed, presumably
being put out to graze the salt marshes during
the summer. By the end of the 13th century, the
marshes were in demand all the year round.
They had been divided up into parishes and
belonged to the villages on the surrounding
upland. As the land was always prone to sea
flooding, each parish attempted to improve its
marsh by digging drainage ditches (dykes) and
by building embankments.

Up until the mid-14th century, landholdings were
based on a manor house. The land was
subdivided into small plots, on average less than
7ha, and held by peasants in exchange for a
combination of rent and labour. There was
great pressure on the available land which was
intensively farmed until it was exhausted.
Starvation followed bad harvests. When in
1349, the Black Death reached Broadland, many
may have died because their resistence to
disease was lowered through being under-
nourished.

With a declining population, villages shrank in
size or were deserted and there were fewer
people trying to make a living in the countryside.
Therefore, land holdings increased in size with
the average, in 1497, being 22ha. Peasant
smallholders were replaced by tenant farmers
who were no longer required to act as labourers
on the lord’s land. Instead, they were given
longer leases and their rents were fixed for
longer periods of time. The
demand for cereal crops
declined because of the
smaller population but the
demand for English wool
was increasing. Farms
became larger as land was
enclosed so that more and more sheep could be
kept. The wool producers and the merchants
found new prosperity. The weaving trade was
influenced by the people of Flanders. Some
came to Norwich to teach their superior
methods.  Many peasants also had the
opportunity to benefit from this highly
profitable new trade by spinning wool and
weaving cloth in their homes.
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Norfolk Horn Sheep

By the 16th century, the wet land of the Broads

was still largely undrained. Marshmen living in
the wetter lowland river valleys of the Broads
developed a way of life which exploited the
natural riches of the landscape. There was peat
for fuel, reed and sedge for thatch, marsh hay for
cattle feed, marsh litter for livestock bedding and
an abundance of wildfowl and fish for the table
and to sell at market. The marshman and his
family lived a hard, hand-to-mouth existence,
governed very much by the seasons.  This is
described in the writings of the Rev. Lubbock, in
the late 19th century:

“In winter, after his day’s reed cutting, he might
be found posted at nightfall waiting for the flight
of the fowl, or paddling after them on the open
water. With the first warm days of February he
launched his fleet of trimmers; pike finding a
ready sale at his own door to those who bought
them to sell again in the Norwich market. As
soon as the pike had spawned and were out of
season, the eels began to occupy his attention,
and lapwings’ eggs to be diligently sought for.”

Mr Suffling, writing at about the same time,
paints a rather idyllic picture. The marshman

“..will whistle at his work, with a serenely calm
mind, with nothing but his present labour to think
about or care for. The fenman has little regard
for the future - the present is all to him...he is

happy.”

From the 18th century the marshes provided rich
pasture for cattle from as far away as Scotland.
Daniel Defoe tells us that “in these vast tract of
meadows are fed a prodigious number of black
cattle which are said to be fed up for the fattest
beef....they thrive in an unusual manner and
grow monstrously fat, and the beef is so delicious
to taste that the inhabitants prefer them to the
English cattle..there are above 40,000 of these
Scots cattle fed in this country every year and
most of them are said to be in the marshes lying
between Norwich, Beccles and Yarmouth.”
Landowners or graziers would hire an area of
marsh to graze livestock, employing a marshman
to look after the cattle or sheep.

The marshes had always been continually under
threat from sea flooding, and although dykes
were dug to drain water off the land into the
rivers, this valuable grazing pasture required
more efficient flood protection and land
drainage.
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as windpumps) were first introduced to the
Broads in the 16th century. The earliest mills had
cloth-covered sails which were later replaced
by more efficient wooden shutters. Large
scoop-wheels, and later, more powerful turbine
mills, lifted the dyke water up into the embanked
rivers* from where it flowed out to sea at Great
Yarmouth. The marshmen were responsible for
keeping the sails of the drainage mills turning in
order to pump out the dykes, keeping them at
the right level for the grazing régime.

Parliamentary acts of the early 19th century
provided for the digging of navigable dykes
and the construction of staithes (parish quays),
so that wherries (traditional flat-bottomed

Sunlight can reach the water plants because
the animals keep the vegetation closely
grazed at the dyke edge. Tall plants which

might cause shade do not grow.

A good variety of water plants grow in the

deep, good quality water.

The gently sloping banks
are ideal for plants.

A traditional grazing marsh dyke

Changing times

Gradual changes had taken place during the
1960s as drainage was further improved and
water levels were more carefully controlled. The
grazing marshes began to be ploughed up, and
changed to arable use or to improved pastures.
The rate of change increased throughout the
1970s and on into the 1980s. Britain’s entry into
the European Community in 1974 brought
guaranteed prices for cereals, making arable
farming a more profitable enterprise, while new
milk quotas forced many farmers in the Broads
to reduce their herds. Each year from 1980 to
1983, 320 hectares were converted to arable
and by 1987, 30% of all the drained marshes in
the Broads had been converted to arable use.

The switch to arable brought many changes to
the area which threatened the traditional
landscape and habitats.

* Wading birds which fed in the shallow surface
flooding, declined as a result of habitat loss.
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Broads boats with one large sail) could take out
agricultural produce such as grain and malt and
bring in heavy goods like coal, marl (chalky clay
used as fertilizer) and timber.

During the early 20th century, Norfolk became
an important milk producing county. By the late
1930s, 75% of the land in the Broads was used
for grazing and the drainage of the land was
constantly improved. The old drainage mills
had been replaced by steam and diesel pumps
which were eventually replaced by the electric
pumps which are seen today. Up until the 1970s,
the Broads remained essentially a summer
grazing areaq, apart from Flegg (location shown
on the Origins of the broads and rivers sheet), where cash
crops like soft fruit, green vegetables and sugar
beet, as well as cereals were grown.
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i/s Plants grow on the shallow ledge that is
formed through the cattle trampling the
edge of the dyke.

® Dykes were deepened to improve drainage but
this had the effect of over-steepening the banks
so plants could not grow and lowering the water
table so that fewer water plants survived in
summer.

® Plants could not grow in the dykes because the
water was shaded by tall cereals growing near
the sides of the dykes.

® Pesticides were used to control weeds, and
nitrogen fertilizers were used to increase crop
yields. These chemicals killed many wildflowers
and ran off the land into the dyke and river
waters, reducing their quality.

¢ Cereal fields, concrete roads and storage barns
changed the landscape quality.

e Deep drainage caused sulphate-rich soils to
become very acidic and to release ochre into
dykes. The water was stained orange and less
wildlife could be supported.

*Draining the peat and clay soils results in them shrinking and the surface of the marsh falling below river level. The

embankments prevent back-flooding from the river.
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Intensified agriculture

water levels in the

Decreased species and habitat diversity
(for example, snipe are now much less common because of reduced
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quality
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effect on submerged
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flooding; barn owl numbers have fallen as the volume of their food has
decreased; Norfolk Aeshna dragonfly needs a rich dyke flora and
becomes rare as water quality is reduced.)

The impact of intensified agriculture

Broads Grazing Marshes
Conservation Scheme

It was clear by 1984 that unless measures were
taken the largest tract of grazing marsh in
Britain, the 1200ha Halvergate Marshes, would
disappear under the plough. It could only be
preserved by farmers agreeing not to plough
but this meant a loss of profits for the farmers by
as much as £400 per hectare. One solution was
to pay farmers compensation for profits lost if
they did not plough up the grazing marshes.
The Broads Authority could not afford to make
such high payments though. Eventually, as a
result of conservationists physically trying to
stop ploughing, increasing political pressure
and local public opinion, an experimental
solution - the Broads Grazing Marshes
Conservation Scheme was set up. Funding was
provided by the Ministry of Agriculture and the
Countryside Commission and the scheme ran
from 1985t0 1988. Farmers were paid £123 per
hectare per year if they agreed:

® not to plough up grazing marshes

® to keep livestock on permanent grassland

* to keep a low average stocking density of not
more than 3 head of cattle or 15 sheep on each
hectare

® only to cut hay or silage once each year

® to keep their use of nitrogen fertilizer at
present levels.

Broads Grazing
Marshes
Conservation
Scheme

Area

River Yare

Broads Grazing Marshes Conservation Scheme Area

The larger farmers were demanding higher
compensation levels but many smaller graziers
accepted because they did not really want to
change to cereal growing and they lacked the
expertise, capital and equipment to make the
change. The solution protected them from
having to sell their land to larger farmers and it
made their present method of farming more
rewarding. Eventually, the scheme attracted
over 90% of eligible farmers.
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By 1987, food surpluses in the European
Community meant that it was not necessary to
encourage the intensification of farming
everywhere. Landscape  protfection  and
conservation could be encouraged in places.
Therefore, the Ministry of Agriculture
introduced a new national scheme to create
Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESAs), with the
aim of protecting areas where traditional
farming methods had helped to create or
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Environmentally Sensitive Areas

The ESA scheme is entirely voluntary. When
farmers join they are asked to enter into a
management agreement which is binding for ten
years, although there is an opportunity to opt
out after five years. Farmers receive a payment
for each hectare of land entered in the scheme.
There are four tiers of payment as well as an
additional payment if a farmer agrees to allow
new public access. Once an ESA agreement has
been made, farmers are eligible to apply for a
conservation plan. Grant aid is provided to
enable farmers to improve the landscape,
wildlife and historic interest of the area by
carrying out particular ‘capital works’ including
planting of new trees or hedges, restoring or
creating ponds, creating reedbeds and
re-creating herb-rich meadows.

The ESA Scheme has been a success. The
Broads ESA was launched in March 1987 and by
April 1989, 98% of eligible land was accounted
for. By paying farmers for using less intensive
traditional practices, the scheme has allowed

ESA tiers. Some guidelines and payments

Tier 1 - to maintain the Broads ESA landscape and
grassland.

The conditions are similar to the Grazing Marshes
Conservation Scheme but with some additions.

£135 per hectare™

Tier 2 - to enhance the ecological interest of grassland
and dykes.

All tier one conditions have to be observed and others, for
example no grazing between 31st Octoberand 1 April; no
cutting of silage; only applications of nitrogen fertilizer
(no phosphate of organic manure) and that at levels less
than 44kg of nitrogen per hectare; maintaining dykes.
£225 per hectare

Tier 3 - to further enhance the ecological interest of
grassland and dykes by the creation of wet winter and
spring conditions on the grazing marshes.

Alltier 1 and 2 conditions have to be observed and others,
for example no grazing between 1 November and 15th
May; no applications of any kind of fertilizer; maintain
water levels at marsh level to create shallow pools from
1st January to April 30th.

£300 per hectare

Tier 4 (arable reversion) - to revert land that has
been in arable since 31st August 1991 to permanent
grassland.

During the first year the farmer is allowed to farm in
certain ways which are prohibited in tier 1 so that grass
can be establish. When 12 months are up, tier 1, 2 or 3
guidelines have to be followed.

£220 per hectare

Tier 4 (grassland margin) - to introduce a grassland
margin on the edges of fields alongside an open channel
such as a ditch.

Land must have been in arable use since 31st August 1991
and the farmer must have an ESA agreement on other
land. The farmer has to stop producing arable crops on a
strip at least ém wide alongside a channel. Other
conditions include, the strip being mown twice a year after
30th June and the cuttings removed; no fertilizers or
herbicides (except to control plants such as nettles and
ragwort).

£310 per hectare

Public Access Tier - to provide the public with a new
opportunity to benefit from having access along a
particular route. For example, by providing access to a
woodland or historic site.

£170 perkm (in addition to other ESA payments on the land)

Conservation Plan

A conservation plan runs for two years and is a schedule
of ‘capital works’ that the farmer agrees to carry out.
Grants are available, up to a maximum of £1500 per year.

* all payments are based on figures published by the
Ministry of Agriculture in 1994

the survival of landscapes and habitats which
are valuable for their scenic quality and for
nature conservation. In the Broads, the scheme
has not only prolonged the life of a threatened
ecosystem but it has made grazing the marshes
more economic.
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i Other land uses

The fens

The fens are the first stage in the natural
succession from open water to woodland. They
are waterlogged areas of land dominated by
reeds, rushes or sedges. The water on the
Broads’ fens is calcareous (alkaline) or neutral
but variations in water levels, water quality and
management both now and in the past make
each fen unique. They make up about 8%
(2500ha) of the Broads area. This is the largest
expanse of species-rich fen in lowland Britain.

For centuries the fens were a source of peat for
fuel for local people. Even after the original
deeper peat pits had flooded to form the
broads, people dug shallower pits in the fens.
These are called turf ponds. Up until fifty years
ago, the fens were extensively cut to provide
reeds and sedge for thatching and hay as
bedding and feed for livestock. Some of the
hay was sent to London for cab horses to eat. It
is even said to have been sent to France during
the First World War to help feed the cavalry
horses. Such harvesting kept the fens open and
provided excellent habitat for many rare plants
such as milk parsley and nesting sites for birds
such as bittern, marsh harrier and bearded tit.
Dykes were dug to connect the fens to the rivers

The regular cutting of the fens and the
maintenance of dykes employed many
marshmen before the two world wars.
However many left to fight, never to return,
leaving fens unmanaged. There has also been a
decline in demand for fen crops, as tiled roofs
have replaced thatch, alternative foodstuffs
have become available and increased
mechanisation has resulted in fewer working
animals.

Left undisturbed, the fens quickly change by
natural succession into woodland. In doing so,
a unique ecological state is lost. Conservation
organisations such as the Wildlife Trusts and the
British Trust for Conservation Volunteers and
agencies like the Broads Authority and English
Nature are tackling this problem by promoting
traditional management in the Broads. Mowing,
reed cutting, coppicing and turf pond digging
have all helped to arrest the spread of
woodland and retain the fenland ecology. This
may sound unacceptable at a time when there is
so much concern that woodlands are
disappearing but fen is an even more rare and
valuable habitat. The fens of the Broads have
over 258 different plant species, many of which
are either rare, or cannot be found anywhere
else in lowland Britain. The Broads is one of the
few areas of the country where the bittern is
found and Britain’s largest butterfly, the
swallowtail is seen almost nowhere else.
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The stages in succession
Fen management
The two most important factors to be usually, every two years and tall herb fen is cut

considered in fen management are:-

e cutting. Different cutting régimes change or
arrest the succession because different species
favour certain régimes. Marsh hay and litter are
cut once or twice a year, sedge is cut in the
summer, every 3 or 4 years, commercial reed is
cut in the winter either every year or more

every four to iwelve years.

e management of the water level. Devices like
sluices between reedbed and river enable
water levels to be raised or lowered, depending
on which species are being encouraged or
discouraged.







